
INDEPENDENCE BLUE CROSS AND UNITED BY BLUE DELIVER LOCALLY-SOURCED 
GROCERY BOXES TO MEDICARE ADVANTAGE MEMBERS DURING COVID-19
THE CHALLENGE
In March 2020, during a period of severe disruption and uncertainty, Independence Blue Cross (Independence) 
employees worried about seniors in Medicare Advantage (MA) lacking access to food and personal protective 
equipment. Because people at high-risk for COVID-19 — such as older individuals and those with chronic 
conditions — were advised to stay home, the plan identified high-risk members who might struggle to access 
groceries. The plan focused on members with chronic conditions that put them at risk, particularly at a time 
when individuals lacking access to digital technology might struggle to setup home grocery delivery services. 
Meanwhile, national grocery chains experienced shortages in supplies – shelves were empty because supply 
chains had been disrupted. The Independence team approached local non-profits specializing in food and food 
delivery, but those partners were at capacity. 

FOR MORE THAN 80 YEARS, 
INDEPENDENCE HAS  
WORKED TO ENHANCE   
the health and well-being of the people  
and communities it serves.

With its affiliates, the plan serves more than

EIGHT MILLION PEOPLE NATIONWIDE 
AND OVER 100,000 MA MEMBERS

Independence Blue Cross partnered with 

the Philadelphia-based outdoor clothing 

brand, United By Blue, to address food 

insecurity for vulnerable Medicare 

Advantage (MA) members in response 

to COVID-19. Between May 2020 and 

February 2021, Independence Blue Cross 

and United By Blue delivered 20,000 

boxes of high-quality, locally sourced 

groceries to roughly 10 percent of their 

MA members.

BLUE MEDICARE SPOTLIGHT:  

Independence Blue Cross (Independence): 
The leading health insurance company in 
southeastern Pennsylvania. Learn more here.

United By Blue: United By Blue is a Philadelphia-
based company that shifted their focus from 
sustainable outdoor gear and cleaning waterways 
to helping address the nutritional needs of 
Philadelphians during the pandemic. In response 
to COVID-19, United By Blue set up their 
showroom, previously housing tents and outdoor 
apparel, to offer food, including refrigerators 
housing milk and meat, and partnered with 
Independence Blue Cross to delivery groceries to 
MA beneficiaries in need. Learn more here.

https://www.ibx.com/about-us/our-company
https://unitedbyblue.com/
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THE INNOVATION

PARTNERING TO DELIVER LOCALLY SOURCED, HIGH QUALITY 
FOOD TO MEDICARE MEMBERS
Independence Blue Cross (Independence) launched 
what started as a four-week program with United 
By Blue to provide locally sourced groceries to 
specific MA beneficiaries at risk for food insecurity. 

Independence began by identifying MA members 
over age 65 or with disabilities who had been 
diagnosed with chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD) and at least one other diagnosis, 
such as asthma or hypertension. Independence 
then sent each of the identified members a postcard 
describing eligibility for four weeks of grocery 
delivery. The members signed up directly with 
United By Blue to receive the shipments — one 
per week for the four-week period. United By Blue 
packed the grocery boxes and handled the delivery 
logistics, including sending a photo confirming 
delivery of the box at the member’s location.

The items in the grocery box were intentionally 
selected, including a mask, two rolls of toilet paper, 
one roll of paper towels, dairy, meat, eggs, fruit, 
vegetables, bread, pastries, and homemade soup. 
The partners focused on fresh, non-frozen foods 
that were locally sourced, allowing them to avoid 
supply chain disruptions facing larger, national 
chains. Specific items, like soup, were chosen 
because of their connection to caring and comfort 
– making the program about more than just food
and seeking to provide that connection to greater
wellbeing. The plan prioritized the selection of
foods that could be prepared to ensure that the
recipients had agency over their meals – the ability
to use the ingredients to prepare individualized,

appealing combinations.

When Independence first launched the program, 
they estimated 3 percent uptake into the program 
by the members Independence identified. The 
uptake exceeded 
their expectations. 
In the early days of 
COVID-19 when it 
was very difficult 
to get groceries 
and supplies, 
enrollment was 
significantly higher, 
20 percent. Now, 
Independence has 
maintained an 
acceptance rate 
around 15 percent. 

Through this 
partnership, United By Blue and Independence 
Blue Cross offered boxes of locally sourced, 
organic groceries and supplies to seniors and 
individuals with disabilities have enrolled over 
6,500 MA members into the program between 
May 2020 and February 2021.

POLICY EMPOWERS INNOVATION
This innovative approach to caring for members 
was possible because of the flexibility offered 
to MA plans during the COVID-19 public health 
emergency, as well as the agility of Independence 
to meet their members’ needs. CMS provided 
plans with the flexibility to add mid-year benefits 
that would help their members. Independence 
designed an approach that focused on the unique 
challenges members living with chronic conditions 
have faced during the pandemic. MA members 
faced no costs for any part of the program and 
have provided incredibly positive feedback about 
the intentional items, such as the homemade 
soups, in the grocery boxes.   

The items in the grocery 
box were intentionally 
selected, including a 
mask, two rolls of toilet 
paper, one roll of paper 
towels, dairy, meat, 
eggs, fruit, vegetables, 
bread, pastries, and 
homemade soup. 



The Blue Cross Blue Shield Association is a national federation of 36 independent, communi-
ty-based and locally operated Blue Cross and Blue Shield companies that collectively provide 
healthcare coverage for one in three Americans. To learn more about how BCBSA is advocating 
to improve healthcare for all Americans, please visit www.bcbsprogresshealth.com

21-149-W09

NEXT STEPS – DEVELOPING THE DATA AND EXPANSION
Developing the Data

Independence receives feedback reports from United By Blue three times a week, including quotes from 
the call center. To date, United By Blue has collected more than 800 individual testimonials from program 
participants. The feedback provides strong evidence that members, and their caregivers, are highly satisfied.

Going forward, Independence plans to work to secure additional data from a variety of sources to further 
demonstrate the success of the grocery program. One source is survey responses on how the program 
is impacting members’ physical and mental health. Another is examining the impact of the program on 
specific outcomes metrics, like reducing preventable hospital readmissions.

Expanding the Program

For the next round of grocery delivery, Independence plans to target individuals with both physical and 
mental health conditions, focusing on beneficiaries with depression or anxiety and a chronic condition like 
diabetes or hypertension. 


